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ABSTRACT
Night Knights are shining toy guardians that children bring
to life through play. They engage children’s imagination that
inevitably fuels their nighttime fear, and provide a chance to
create stories of bravely confronting their fears through their
Night Knights.

By day, a series of unique and engaging characters children
play with as companions of wondrous adventures. By night,
soothing guardians of the night that remind children that their
bedtime battles aren’t something they have to face alone.
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OVERVIEW

“The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the
oldest and the strongest kind of fear is the fear of the unknown.”
- H.P. Lovecraft

When I was young, I was scared of a lot of things. I always wor-

The main objective here is to provide an innovative solution

ried about something hiding under the bed or sulking in the

that engages with children’s imagination to help them confront

darkest shadows of the corner of my room. When I told my

their nighttime fears. Children aren’t taught how to deal with

parents, they told me that it was all in my head and that I have

their fears and worries properly in school nor by their parents.

nothing to be scared of. But during those moments in the

In modern society, there is so much shame associated with

darkness, I knew that my fear was very real. After my parent’s

fear, we are never properly taught ways to deal with fear in a

dismissive response, I struggled on my own to cope with my

healthy and communicative way. Instead, many children are

nighttime fears.

brought up to be fearless, to suppress their fears and worries.
This leaves children to struggle with the stress caused by fear
on their own.
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Every night, children around the globe are scared about monsters hiding in their room. The fear associated with darkness
starts around the age of 2-3. It is one of the most common fear
amongst children and adults. This fear predates history and it
originates from a very logical place. Nighttime was when
people were most vulnerable to predators, so it’s likely that the
fear was hardwired to many people even today. The anxiety
they naturally experience at bedtime is likely to fuel their imagination, which might be why many children are convinced that
the second they’re alone, a monster is hiding under the bed.
According to clinical psychologist John Mayer, 11% of the US

If we can teach and support children with ways to share,

population is afraid of the dark, that’s 36 million people.

acknowledge, and identify their fears at an early age, it will
ultimately help them cope with the fears and worries they encounter in the future. Regardless of how severe their fears are,
people need to realize that nighttime fears are very real and intense to children currently going through their developmental
phase. The way we understand, recognize and deal with fear
and anxiety can be the same for many different types of fear.
Therefore if we establish a healthy way of dealing with a type
of fear many children go through, they will be able to utilize
these healthy and effective practices for the fears and worries
to come.
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WHEN & WHY
Fear tends to arise when people start something new, through
experience they never had before. For children, this pretty
much happens everyday. So fear has a lot of opportunity to
creep its way in, especially at night where imagination can run
wild. Adults might see such irrational fear of fictional creatures
in the dark as an unimportant issue. But to children at the age
where they imagine without the ability to distinguish fantasy
from reality, the fear is as real as anything else.

“We aren’t afraid so much of the dark as we are afraid

SHADOW TO MONSTER

of what’s in the dark we can’t see.” - Dr. Alicia H. Clark
In addition to the many openings for the unknown to turn into
something scary, the fresh and new state of a child’s brain with
little experience to preoccupy the mind, a shadow in a dark
corner of the room can easily become something scary.

“The fear of the dark tends to evolve around the time children are
old enough to have a sense of imagination.” - Jenn Berman, PhD,
family therapist
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Millions of children
struggle with their
fear every night. And
regardless of its severity,
it affects them and their
family on a daily basis.
BEDTIME BATTLE
For children who feel scared and anxious at nighttime, the
bedtime routine turns into a bedtime battle which is a stressful
experience for the entire family. The fear not only keeps them
awake, but the parents as well because they’re busy comforting them every night until they fall asleep. If not addressed
properly, such fear can disrupt their bedtime routine and sleeping habits. It’s never too early to start empowering kids with
ways of coping with their fears.
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Through my research, I learned that a logical explanation
isn’t the answer. Telling children that they’re overreacting and
imagining things that aren’t real is not the correct way to comfort them. Denying their reality and dismissing their fear only
makes them feel upset and left out to deal with the fear alone.
Children at the age between 1-4 haven’t mastered the words or
have the logic to express their feelings. They lack experience
and live completely in the moment. Therefore, the concept of
logic, responsibility, and time doesn’t exist yet. This makes reasoning them out of their fears a wrong approach.

MISSION
My goal is to harness the positive elements of children’s fantasies. In particular, how reality is perceived and filtered through
their imagination, with the aim to create narratives between
their imagination and fear in order to steer them in a different
direction. I want to provide children with a sense of control
over their fear through objects that empower them every night.
In the end, the best cure for any type of fear is to face it little by
little until you beat it.
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Many children are
raised to believe in
Santa Claus, the
Easter Bunny, and
the Tooth Fairy.
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So telling them
monsters aren’t real
doesn’t always work.

21

Children’s imaginations are powerful and complex things. It
can be a double edged sword, capable of bringing both delight
and fear. Therefore, I realized that the key is to use their imagination as a tool to overcome their nighttime fear.
Many of us as adults lose the capability to connect with the
fantasy-like reality of children. How do we bridge our reality to
their premature perception of the world without being dismissive of their fear? How do we engage with their world that
we can no longer relate to as well as we used to, and comfort
them while embracing their imaginations?
I am not trying to force the children to grow up or shatter their
fantasies and beliefs. I want to preserve their endless imagination and creation of their fantasy wonderland and provide a
way to cope with their fears within their realm.
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VALIDATE
THEIR FEARS,
DON’T
DISCOUNT
THEM.
21
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RESEARCH
BRIEF
Over the semester, I have done extensive research on children’s developmental psychology and cognitive development.
This section goes over my findings of important psychological
phases many children go through as part of their developmental process. Children lack the experience and logic to rationally perceive the world around them. Therefore, it is normal
for them to be confused by what they see and imagine. This
section explains the left and right hemisphere of the brain, and
how children around a certain age are right brain dominant. It

MAGICAL THINKING

also covers how our brain and body reacts to fear, and provides a few useful and healthy ways to approach children who

There is a term called Magical thinking, which is a psychologi-

are scared.

cal phase children around the age 2-5 can develop. It is a very
common and normal cognitive development process. Children
lack the experience and knowledge to perceive the world rationally. Therefore, most children go through a phase believing
that their thoughts are all-powerful. This might be an effort to
gain some control over the world around them, but it can also
become a double-edged sword. If a child thinks a monster is
under their bed, then a monster exists in their reality.
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Fear causes big waves of right brain emotion to take over the
left brain, without the left brain’s logical balance. Therefore, a
child in the state of fear cannot rationally process the fact that
no monster can actually be hiding under their bed or inside the
closet. When in a state of stress or fear response, the cerebral
cortex for higher logical thinking shuts down and puts a person in a fear emotional storm.
When kids are scared, they’re in a right brain dominant emotional state where they perceive reality through emotion, body,
and intuition. This means logical or rational explanation won’t
comfort them. Arguing with their faulty logic isn’t the right

LEFT & RIGHT BRAIN
Our brain is divided into two hemispheres. And each

approach. Using the left brain logical response isn’t the way to
soothe their fear. Connecting to their right brain emotion is the
solution to comforting them.

hemisphere is in charge of different cognitive functions.
The Left is in charge of the logical, literal, linear, linguistic, order
structured aspect of our thinking.
The right is the holistic, nonverbal, intuitive, emotional, facial
expression, eye contact, tone, feel, image, heart felt sense,
personal memory, aspects directly influenced by the body part
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of the brain.

research
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Logic is not the
primary vehicle to bring
sanity to children.
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No matter how
nonsensical and
irrational their
imagination is, they are
real to the child. It’s
vital that adults treat
them with the right
response.
27
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AMYGDALA
We have a fear center known as the amygdala. It is the brain’s
guard post that’s designed to keep us safe. When the eyes or
ears sense any kind of danger, the brain gets the message,
the amygdala then checks with the brain’s memory to see if
the sight or sound matches what we know to be dangerous or
scary. If a threat exists, it sends out the adrenaline chemicals.
The heart pumps more blood so we have the strength to fight
or run. The adrenaline flows through the body, sending a
quick burst of energy to be spent instantly. And children find
themselves in these states at night when their fear starts to
creep up.

When we sense danger or feel scared, our body goes into
action. It creates chemicals that boost energy called adrenaline
that get us ready to fight, run away, or stay perfectly still. Experts
call this “fight, flight, or freeze.” This is the feeling of the heart
pumping faster and the body getting revved up. Just thinking
about what we are scared of can increase the heart rate.
These reactions happen instantaneously, we can’t help that our
body acts this way. In fact, we were born to have this reaction.
Long ago when the first humans had to protect themselves
against wild animals and other dangers, the only three ways to
stay alive were: fight off attackers, flee, or stay still.
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The transitional objects provide an understanding of human
development from infancy and early childhood. Their interaction with their designated objects can indicate how they interact with others and maintain future human relationships.
According to author Mark Brenner, transitional objects continue through the course of our lives, as “sacred keepsakes”
which pull us back to “a place and time of great solace
and comfort/memory.” They define a state of connection and
presence in the world.

TRANSITIONAL OBJECTS
Transitional objects are objects children attribute a special
value to, or create a strong emotional bond with. Such
transferring of symbolic meaning is rooted in a sensorial
element that eases the impact of separation and stress, while
soothing and comforting the child.
Transitional objects are mostly self-chosen, for example a
blanket, teddy bear, or dolls. They become an important
personified instrument of self expression for children.
Children most commonly start transferring symbolic meaning
to objects when they are able to make the shift from the

relationships.
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earliest oral relationship they have with their mother to object
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According to psychologist Abraham Maslow transitional objects enable the emergence of a child’s inherent sense of self.
In essence, the object represents the process by which one
can navigate life, and experience a homeostatic inner balance,
a cohesive sense of well-being at every developmental milestone.
The interaction and availability of such objects enhance the
connectedness between child and adult and amongst children.

REMOVING TRANSITIONAL OBJECTS?
Transitional objects provide emotional well-being. Therefore,
without such these objects, true feelings may be concealed,
suppressed, or dismissed as the child has no other means to
cope with, comprehend, and contend with the world.
If the transitional object is removed or denied access against
the child’s will, it can actually create more anxiety and stress.
I learned that children who were deprived of object relations
were often more susceptible to pathological disorders. If the
object is lost or misplaced, one may feel disconnected, removed, displaced.
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INTERVIEWS
PARENTS
After getting access permission from the Providence Children’s Museum for research purposes. I’ve surveyed around 18
parents and their children. The questions were based around
children’s fear of darkness and imaginary creatures. If they had
nighttime fears, I asked what they were afraid of and how the
parents comforted their scared child. Later on, I focused on
children’s daily bedtime routine to find insight and opportunity for designs that can blend into their everyday lives. I asked
about the different kinds of fairy tale beings children believed
in and how the parents sold the idea. I also spoke with two
professionals of child psychology for feedback and advice.
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Out of 18 children, 16 had
nighttime fear. They each had
distinct fear of the dark and
fictional entities. 17 of them
had a transitional object.
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CHILDREN

Chase, 4 years old

Kelly, 5 years old

May, 4 years old

John, 5 years old

Fears:

Darkness, monsters and ghosts

Darkness, ghosts and monsters

Darkness and new places

Monsters and masks

Details:

Needs a teddy bear, parents
sit with him until he sleeps

Needs the whole light on to sleep, parents turn light off after she falls asleep,
bed is covered with stuffed animals

Needs her blanket and
stuffed bear at nighttime

Scared of monsters every night,
except naptime because sun is up.
Gets terrified around Halloween

Fears:

Annie, 3 years old

Matt, 5 years old

Grace, 6 years old

Danny, 5 years old

Details:

Darkness, monsters and ghosts

Darkness, monsters

Darknes, being alone

Darkness, ghosts, being alone

Has a light on, seahorse doll, needs
hall light on, music night light, keeps
7 stuffed animal on bed, cat and
seahorse her favorite, carries the two
to everywhere she goes

Needs a night light, door needs to be
open, 2 favorite stuffed animal and a
blanket, parents sing him a song everynight and tickles him before sleeping

Can’t stay alone at night, bed
full of stuffed animals, parents
make up story every night

Leave hall light on when sleeping,
parents sit until he sleeps, wakes up
often and goes to parent’s room
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PROFESSIONALS

Professor David Sobel Ph.D. Cognitive
and Linguiistic Sciences, Brown University.

“For preschoolers, understanding fantasy and reality can blend
together. Their ability to differentiate reality and fiction is also
influenced by how much exposure they have to the media and
pop culture. They can confuse fantasy and reality easily through
people’s actions.”
“When my son was 3 years old he was scared of fictional entities
at nighttime. I had to sit beside him until he fell asleep every
night. After I got him a stuffed doll of a monster from Bugs Bun-

Dr. Gwang Il Kim Ph.D. Department of Mental
Health & Medicine, Yeonsei University.

ny, he was able to fall asleep on his own.”
“Every child is different, they have their own fear, their own
monsters. Therefore, they each have their own way of dealing
with fear.”
“This means that each parent has their own way of comforting
their scared child.”
“Most children have an object that they’re closely attached to
such as a stuffed animal or a blanket. Other than their parents,
these objects are what they rely on for comfort when they feel
scared.”
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EXPERIMENTS
STUDENTS
The main question I was asking while making the first experiment was “what are people afraid of? How can I make them
less scary?” I wanted to see what people were scared of, and
possibly find a common type. I gave print outs to students
around the campus willing to participate in these quick drawing activities. I gave them a playful narrative, allowing them to
create a familiar, friendly version of their childhood or current
fears. I tried to utilize narrative and story telling to humanize
the fears, giving them a cozy, and playful side.

The goal of these experiments was to provide a new perspective to the way children viewed imaginary creatures, to use
playful narrative to shift the perception of fear. By giving their
creatures a fun story and a friendly personality, they create
their own solution through imagination. Instead of seeing monsters as something that might harm them, having them think of
monsters as friendly creatures wanting to be friends can ultimately reduce their fears of imaginary creatures while having
fun doing it.
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experiments

Imagine something you
were afraid of getting
ready for bed.
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CHILDREN
With the help from a colleague, I got access to the Providence
Children’s Museum for my thesis research. I visited the
museum twice a week for two month to survey parents about
their child’s thoughts on darkness and fictional creatures at
nighttime. Then I asked if their child wanted to participate in
the drawing activity I prepared.
After getting permission, I introduced children to the character
Sammy and asked them to imagine what they thought he was
afraid of. Then to draw ‘it’ going to a birthday party.
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experiments

What do you think
Sammy’s Monster
would look like going
to a birthday party?
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ANALYSIS
Through the interviews and the drawing activities, I learned
that children really enjoy drawing. Many of them spend a lot of
time drawing during their daily playtime. Drawing is also another very transparent and powerful way of self expression to
convey emotion and meaning. Therefore, I wanted to use my
drawing activity to provide children a fun and creative opportunity to portray a silly and familiar image of something they
regard frightening.
To provide a safe and comfortable environment, I was thorough in asking the parent’s permission before asking the
children if they wanted to participate in the drawing activities. I
did not want to instill ideas and fears that don’t exist to children
without nighttime fear.
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EARLY
CONCEPT

DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

During the early stages of the project, I was fascinated by how
children’s imaginations brought life to fictional entities.
Jamie, 6 years old

Alex, 7 years old

Leaves milk and cookies for Santa

Writes letter for Santa, leaves tooth
under pillow for the Tooth Fairy

Kaya, 5 years old

Kevin, 5 years old

Leaves milk and cookies for Santa, leaves
tooth under pillow for the Tooth Fairy

Grandpa dresses up as Santa and
visits their home, loves Santa visiting

I asked parents about whether they believed in any fictional
entities such as Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, or the Easter
Bunny. And asked how the parents made their child believe
in these fictional beings. The answers were very interesting,
innocent, and familiar. Simple details and acts such as parents
secretly eating some portion of the cookies and milk children
leave out for Santa. Replacing the tooth under the pillow with
coins. Writing letters to Santa and receiving back. These actions done by parents that directly engage children’s imagination and fill their world with hopes and fantasies strongly
convince them that they exist.
If these behaviors and actions have such a strong impact on
children’s thoughts and imaginations on fictional beings they
aren’t scared of, can we use these methods against their nighttime fear?
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MAGICAL OBJECTS
Actions and objects that tap into their imagination can help
children with nighttime fears. One very interesting finding was
something called the ‘Monster Spray’. They were simple water sprays parents labeled with a marker that was used every
night either by the parent or the child before sleeping. They
would spray it under the bed or inside the closet, and would
ensure children that monsters won’t come out at night because
they dislike the spray. Some parents pretend to gobble up
monsters in the room by making funny sounds and acting as
if they are stuffing monsters into their mouth. These silly acts
trigger giggles and laughter, which can shift the perception of
fear with fun experience. The laughter will help release some
of the tension, and the child will feel empowered knowing that
the parents understand ‘the situation’ and have it under control. These objects and pretend play are easy and playful ways
to help children conquer their nighttime fears.
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early concepts

COMMON BEDTIME ROUTINE

early concepts
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After documenting daily bedtime routines of 8 children, I found
an opportunity to blend my design into their everyday lives.
I learned that bath time was a very important playtime for
children. For many of them, bath isn’t just about brushing teeth
and washing, it’s another major playtime a lot of children love
before going to bed.

I wanted to incorporate the concept of magical objects to
empower children with a sense of control over their fear. I
designed potion-like containers that arm kids with magical
powers that keep monsters away. Telling children that using
shampoo or lotion from these magic potions keep scary things
away informs them that the parents understand their fear and
provides an everyday object that gives them a sense of control,
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early concepts

empowerment, and ownership over their fears.
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MAGICAL OBJECTS
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INSIGHTS

TRANSITIONAL OBJECTS
Most children have transitional objects that they develop
strong emotional bonds with. Utilizing this relationship be-

After analyzing the information I gathered from my research,

tween the children and their precious objects to provide a

surveys, and activities I was able to pinpoint insights that led

sense of control and empowerment over their nighttime fear,

me to my final concept.

while strengthening the bond between them seemed like a

Children like to tell their own stories by reflecting their world

good opportunity.

around them through toys. How can play be utilized to help
children develop a healthy practice of dealing with their fears
while engaging their imagination?

POPULAR SHOWS & CHARACTERS

Give them the freedom to express themselves through toys

To make my final concept connect with today’s children. I

and objects that are very close and personal to them.

researched extensively on how popular TV shows and charac-

Also, Let them know that they can have fun in the dark.

ters earned their place in children’s hearts.
Successful shows and characters for children utilize empathy to connect with today’s children by depicting everyday
problems that they can relate to. They make good use of the
narratives and the characters to portray relatable problems,
experiences, and emotions, while also portraying new emotions and experiences they themselves might run into through
each new adventure.
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TALK, SHARE, ACKNOWLEDGE
Like I stated before, there is a lot of shame associated with
fear even today. Therefore, many parents would rather tell their
children to toughen up and suppress their fear rather than
acknowledge their fears and comfort them. But it is understandable, because most of the parents today learned parenting techniques from their own parents who expressed similar
reactions.
Talking about your fear is the first step. Just getting the words
out can be a big relief. Everyone has worries and fears. Some
kids are afraid of one particular thing, bugs, dogs, storms, or
monsters. And sometimes a kid just might be scared of all
these things. Fears are normal at any age, even for adults. Acknowledging and accepting one’s fear and talking about them
has a dramatic effect in getting over a fear. Talking to a grownup can really help get the emotion out and start expressing
themselves more effectively.

NAME IT TO TAME IT
There is power in naming things through storytelling. Naming
can short circuit the fear response, and help understand what’s
scaring them. The act of giving name to fear highlights ownership, and provides a sense of control over their fears. Tell kids
to reach out and talk about their feelings when they’re scared

Encourage families to build a healthy practice of identifying,

to acknowledge, accept, and label their fears. Encourage them

understanding and labeling what worries and scares the child.

to give a name to build ownership of their fear.

And lastly, let children know that it’s okay to feel this way. Create a safe environment where children can comfortably share
how they feel.
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“If you know the name of the demon you can control it.”
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KNIGHT
NIGHTS
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BRIEF

Night Knights empower children with a sense of control and
companionship for their nighttime fears. During the day, the
Night Knights are companions that children embark on exciting adventures with. At night they continue their duties as
faithful watchers of the night that always stand by the children’s side. They light up the dark when frightened children are
in need of warm soothing light.
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IMPORTANCE OF PLAY
Play is a powerful tool for self expression that allows children
to portray the world they currently perceive. They use toys
as mediums to reflect the emotions and experience they absorb from their own lives. I wanted to use children’s playtime
as an opportunity for them to create inspiring and engaging
narratives about facing new emotions and experiences they
encounter as they grow. Children like to tell their own stories
through play. With the Night Knights, they can embark on an
endless creation of fantastic adventures with the guardians
they bring to life.
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SKETCHES
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INDIVIDUAL ITEMS
I wanted to give children room to add their own touch to the
characters. The toy set comes with individual items that can be
used by any character depending on the story and adventure
the child’s guardian is taking part in. Depending on the child’s
current mood or preference, they can choose different objects
and items provided to equip their guardian to use throughout
their current story.

MODULAR PARTS
All the characters come in modular parts. Although each one
of them have their own built in story and theme, what they are
and what they can become are completely up to the child. All
parts are designed to be taken apart and put together with any

mixed up if the child wishes to create a whole new character to
be part of their narrative of today’s play.
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night knights

character through a unified joint system. The figures can be
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TRANSITIONAL OBJECTS AS SWITCH
One of the goals was to utilize children’s transitional objects,
the objets they’ve developed strong emotional attachment by
transferring symbolic meanings unto as a means to provide a
sense of control and empowerment over their nighttime fear.
Therefore, I made the switch that turns on the Night Knights’
lights as an attachable part for their transitional objects.
Every child has their own distinct transitional objects. From
personal experience to the diverse shapes I documented
during my research, the objects can vary from a teddy bear, a
stuffed giraffe, shark, whale, axolotl, a blanket, to an umbrella.

By having the switch that provides warm smoothing light to
their darkened room as their most precious object, the function
enhances the symbolic meaning they represent and strengthens the emotional connection the child has with the object.
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CONNECTION THROUGH EMPATHY
Night Knights encourage children to live out diverse extended
stories they create with their guardians. They connect with
children who have nighttime fear on an emotional and lasting
level through empathy. The story book and narrative of Night
Knights present the guardians working together to solve a
problem the children themselves face every night. The Night
Knights are united under one goal, to protect frightened children, and confront their nighttime fear. This shared goal and
problem the children can emotionally relate to creates a strong
access point to become meaningful objects in their lives.
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CLOSING
I value neoteny, the qualities we keep to preserve our pure
love for fun, imagination, and curiosity. And I believe that it is
these qualities that enable me to create whimsical, strange, yet
unique ideas that capture people’s hearts. Therefore I believe
that wit and whim are the best elements in design to connect
with people emotionally.
Every child is different. That is why I gave them a limitless
canvas to create their own story and adventures of confronting
fear through hands on physical play with engaging characters.
Night Knight also gives them space to put their own touch
to the given characters through the custom parts and items
provided in the set to equip their guardians with items of their
choice depending on the adventure they are enacting
Through the story about Jim who is scared of monsters in the
dark, and the guardians that provide companionship for their
bedtime journey, the ultimate goal is to help frightened children
not feel so alone. To let them know that they’re not the only
ones who feel this way, and there’s always someone who can
help them through these steps of their childhood. All they need
to do is reach out for help, whether it’s their parents, teacher,
other family members or friends.
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Darkness doesn’t
normally have a
positive image to
children,

but it is only through
darkness where we
see the various bright
aspects of our world.
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